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[bookmark: _GoBack]ABSTRACT
The lack of a tailored microfinancing framework for women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe poses a significant barrier to their economic empowerment and business development. The study sought to develop a microfinancing framework for women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe’s farming sector. Accordingly, this was achieved using qualitative approach. The data collection process involved the use of an open-ended survey questionnaire. The target population for this research were women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe’s sweet potato farming industry, specifically those in Gokwe. The open-ended questions were analysed using thematic analysis to identify patterns and themes. The findings from the data analysis showed women entrepreneurship in Zimbabwe’s sweet potato farming industry is on an upward trajectory, with increasing participation, access to resources, market opportunities, policy support, but still facing challenges that need to be addressed for further growth and sustainability. Women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe face a range of challenges when trying to access financial resources, including limited access to collateral, high interest rates, lack of financial literacy, gender bias, limited networking opportunities, and cultural barriers. The microfinancing framework designed specifically for women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe aims to break down barriers to financial inclusion, promote gender equality, and support the growth of women-led businesses in the country.
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1. Introduction 
Women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe encounter various obstacles when seeking access to financing for their businesses. These challenges include limited collateral, lack of financial literacy, discriminatory lending practices, and inadequate support services tailored to their needs (Mujeyi & Muzondo, 2019). The absence of gender-sensitive financial products and services further exacerbates the difficulties faced by women entrepreneurs in securing funding for their ventures. The lack of a tailored microfinancing framework for women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe poses a significant barrier to their economic empowerment and business development. Women entrepreneurs face numerous challenges in accessing capital, which limits their ability to establish and grow sustainable businesses. This issue is particularly prevalent in the agricultural sector, where women play a crucial role but often lack the financial resources needed to thrive. In response to this pressing need, this research aims to propose a comprehensive microfinancing model specifically designed to empower women entrepreneurs in the sweet potato farming sector in Gokwe.
2. Background of the Study
Microfinancing has emerged as a powerful tool for economic development, particularly in empowering women entrepreneurs in developing countries (World Bank, 2019). This study focuses on developing a microfinancing framework tailored specifically for women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe, with a case study on sweet potato farmers in Gokwe in the Midlands province. In particular, this chapter aims to outline the context, rationale, objectives, and scope of the research, highlighting the specific focus on sweet potato farmers in Gokwe.
Thus, the microfinancing sector has gained significant attention as a potential solution to poverty alleviation and economic development, particularly for women entrepreneurs in developing countries. In Zimbabwe, the rural agricultural sector is a significant contributor to the economy, employing over 60% of the population (World Bank, 2020). However, women in this sector face numerous challenges that hinder their ability to start and grow businesses. Microfinance institutions (MFIs) have been identified as key players in providing financial services to these women entrepreneurs (Ruzvidzo & Mupangwa, 2018). This background discusses the studies conducted on developing a microfinancing framework for women entrepreneurs in the rural agricultural sector in Zimbabwe.
One of the earliest studies on this topic was conducted by Chikwanha and Mlambo (2003). They explored the feasibility of establishing an MFI specifically targeting women in rural areas. The study revealed that there was a high demand for microfinance services among women farmers, with many expressing interests in starting income-generating activities. However, they also identified several challenges that needed to be addressed, such as lack of collateral, illiteracy, and cultural barriers. Another study by Mupangwa et al (2015) focused on identifying the financial needs of women farmers and designing appropriate financial products. They conducted surveys with over 300 women farmers and found that most required small loans for input purchases, working capital, and marketing expenses. The study recommended that MFIs offer flexible repayment terms and provide business training to help women manage their finances effectively.
Ruzvidzo and Mupangwa (2018) conducted a more recent study on the role of MFIs in promoting gender equality through microfinance services. They analyzed data from three MFIs operating in Zimbabwe and found that while there were some gender disparities in loan access and loan sizes, overall, there was no significant difference between men and women borrowers’ performance. The study concluded that MFIs could play an important role in promoting gender equality by providing equal access to financial services and offering business training programs tailored to women’s needs. Moreover, a study by Chigwida et al (2019) examined the impact of microfinance on agricultural productivity among smallholder farmers in Zimbabwe. They found that microfinance significantly improved agricultural productivity through increased input use and farm size expansion. The study also highlighted the importance of business training programs provided by MFIs as essential components of successful microfinance interventions.
In summary, various studies have demonstrated the potential of microfinance interventions to support women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe’s rural agricultural sector. These studies have identified key challenges such as lack of collateral, illiteracy, cultural barriers, and financial product design issues but also highlighted opportunities for addressing these challenges through flexible loan terms, business training programs tailored to women’s needs, and equal access to financial services regardless of gender. Therefore, the study’s research objectives are to analyse the current status of women entrepreneurship in Zimbabwe’s sweet potato farming industry, identify the key challenges faced by women entrepreneurs in accessing financial resources, develop a microfinancing framework that addresses the specific needs of women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe and assess the potential impact of the proposed framework on women’s empowerment and economic development.
3. [bookmark: _Toc169097860]Literature Review
3.1 [bookmark: _Toc169097863]Women Entrepreneurship in Zimbabwe
Women entrepreneurship plays a crucial role in the economic development of any country. In Zimbabwe, agriculture is a significant sector contributing to the country’s GDP, with sweet potato farming being one of the key agricultural activities. This literature review aims to analyse the current status of women entrepreneurship in Zimbabwe’s sweet potato farming industry. Women have always been active participants in agriculture, especially in developing countries like Zimbabwe. According to Moyo (2018), women make up a significant portion of the agricultural workforce in Zimbabwe, with many involved in small-scale farming activities. However, despite their substantial contribution to agriculture, women often face numerous challenges that hinder their entrepreneurial success.
3.2 [bookmark: _Toc169097864]Financial Challenges Faced by Women Entrepreneurs 
Women entrepreneurs play a significant role in the global economy, contributing to innovation, economic growth, and job creation (Noor & Isa, 2020).  However, they often face unique challenges in accessing financial resources compared to their male counterparts. Understanding these challenges is crucial for policymakers, financial institutions, and support organisations to develop targeted interventions that can empower women entrepreneurs and enhance their access to capital. Research indicates that women entrepreneurs encounter gender disparities when seeking financial resources for their businesses (Taylor, 2011). Studies have shown that women-owned businesses receive significantly less funding than those owned by men. This disparity is attributed to various factors, including unconscious bias among investors, limited access to networks and mentorship opportunities, and stereotypes about women’s ability to manage finances effectively. One of the key challenges faced by women entrepreneurs is the limited access to venture capital funding (Sohali, 2014). Venture capital firms tend to invest disproportionately in male-led startups, leading to a funding gap for women entrepreneurs. Research suggests that venture capitalists often perceive women-led businesses as higher risk investments, resulting in lower funding allocations for female founders.
3.3 [bookmark: _Toc169097869]Microfinancing 
Microfinance has emerged as a powerful tool for economic development, particularly for women entrepreneurs in underdeveloped regions. In the context of Gokwe, microfinancing can provide women with the necessary capital to start and grow small businesses, thereby improving their livelihoods and contributing to the local economy. However, to effectively address the unique needs of women entrepreneurs in this area, a well-designed microfinancing framework is essential. According to the Journal of Microfinance (Woodworth & Woller, 1999), microfinance is defined as a formal scheme that aims to help the poor through better access to financial services. The United Nations General Secretary, Kofi Annan, also recognised microcredit as a critical anti-poverty tool and a wise investment in human capital (Annan, 2002). Microfinance refers to various financial products and services targeted at low-income individuals and communities. These include microcredit (small loans), savings, insurance, money transfers, and other financial services (Ledgerwood, 2000). Microcredit specifically refers to very small loans provided directly to small-scale entrepreneurs or those who would otherwise not qualify for loans from formal institutions (Commonwealth Secretariat, 2001).
3.4 [bookmark: _Toc169097878]Impact of Microfinancing on Women Entrepreneurship
Microfinancing has been recognised as a powerful tool for poverty alleviation and economic development, particularly in empowering women entrepreneurs in developing countries. This literature review aims to explore the impact of microfinancing on women entrepreneurship, focusing on how access to financial services can enhance women’s economic participation, empowerment, and overall well-being. Microfinancing plays a crucial role in promoting financial inclusion among women entrepreneurs who often face barriers to accessing traditional banking services (Harris, 2009). Studies have shown that women who receive microfinance support are more likely to invest in their businesses, leading to increased productivity, profitability, and sustainability (Gioia et al, 2013). In addition to providing financial resources, microfinancing programs often offer training, mentorship, and networking opportunities for women entrepreneurs (Gallie et al, 2019). 
4. [bookmark: _Toc169097862]Theoretical Framework
This study is grounded in three theoretical frameworks namely the Social Feminist Theory, Financial Inclusion Theory, and Entrepreneurship Development Theory. The Social Feminist Theory is a perspective that emphasises the role of gender inequalities in economic and political structures (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000). It argues that women’s economic disadvantage is a result of social and cultural norms that perpetuate gender inequality. Social feminist theory also highlights the importance of addressing the intersections of gender with other forms of oppression, such as race and class.
Financial Inclusion Theory, on the other hand, focuses on expanding access to financial services for individuals and communities who are excluded from the formal financial sector (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000). This includes low-income households, women, rural populations, and small businesses. Financial inclusion is important for promoting economic growth and reducing poverty. Entrepreneurship Development Theory is a body of knowledge that aims to understand the process of creating and growing new businesses. It emphasises the importance of entrepreneurial skills, resources, and institutions in driving economic growth. Entrepreneurship development theory also recognises the role of government policies and programs in supporting entrepreneurship.
The relationship between these three theories lies in their shared focus on promoting economic opportunities for marginalised groups, particularly women. Social feminist theory highlights the need to address gender inequality in order to promote financial inclusion and entrepreneurship development. Financial inclusion theory recognises that women are often excluded from financial services and entrepreneurial opportunities due to gender discrimination. Entrepreneurship development theory provides tools and frameworks for supporting the creation and growth of businesses owned by women and other marginalised groups.
5. [bookmark: _Toc169097903]Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc169097916]This study employed a mixed-methods approach to achieve its objectives. A survey questionnaire was administered to 100 women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe’s sweet potato farming industry to analyse their current status and challenges. The data collected was analysed using descriptive statistics, inferential statistics, and thematic analysis. The study’s findings provide a comprehensive understanding of the status of women entrepreneurship in Zimbabwe’s sweet potato farming industry, the key challenges faced by women entrepreneurs in accessing financial resources, and the potential impact of a microfinancing framework on women’s empowerment and economic development. The study’s results inform the development of a microfinancing framework that addresses the specific needs of women entrepreneurs in Gokwe, and contributes to the existing body of knowledge on women’s entrepreneurship and microfinancing.
6. Findings
[bookmark: _Toc169097953]6.1 Findings from the Case Study
[bookmark: _Hlk168059453]The findings from the case study revealed several key points regarding the experiences of the women entrepreneurs in the sweet potato farming industry in Zimbabwe.
· [bookmark: _Toc169097954]Motivations and Experiences
The women entrepreneurs expressed a strong passion for farming and a desire to contribute to their families’ well-being. Many of them highlighted the sense of empowerment they derived from being involved in agricultural activities. Additionally, they emphasised the importance of sustainable farming practices and community support in their entrepreneurial journey.
· [bookmark: _Toc169097955]Challenges Faced
Despite their enthusiasm for farming, the women entrepreneurs encountered various challenges that hindered their success. These challenges included limited access to financial resources, inadequate infrastructure such as irrigation systems, unpredictable weather patterns affecting crop yields, and lack of technical knowledge on modern farming techniques.
· [bookmark: _Toc169097956]Needs Identified
The study identified several critical needs that could significantly enhance the productivity and sustainability of the women entrepreneurs’ businesses. These needs included access to affordable credit facilities tailored to small-scale farmers, training programs on climate-smart agriculture practices, improved market linkages to ensure fair prices for their produce, and supportive policies that promote gender equality in agriculture.
[bookmark: _Toc169097958]8.2 Findings from Survey Research
The study involved 96 respondents who were women entrepreneurs actively engaged in this sector. The findings of the research shed light on various aspects related to women entrepreneurship in sweet potato farming in the region.
· [bookmark: _Toc169097959]Status of Women Entrepreneurship
The study revealed that women entrepreneurs in Bomba encounter numerous challenges in their sweet potato farming businesses. These challenges include limited access to financial resources, lack of technical knowledge and skills, inadequate market linkages, and gender-based discrimination. Despite the challenges identified, the research also highlighted several opportunities for growth within the sweet potato farming industry for women entrepreneurs. These opportunities include increasing support from government initiatives, access to training programs, networking opportunities, and the potential for value addition along the supply chain. The findings suggest that women entrepreneurship in sweet potato farming has a significant impact on the economic empowerment of women in Gokwe. 
· [bookmark: _Toc169097960]Challenges
The study’s findings revealed several significant barriers that hinder women entrepreneurs from securing financing. Firstly, lack of collateral was reported as the most common challenge (38%). This issue is consistent with previous studies conducted in developing countries (Adeoye & Ojo, 2019; Mwangi et al., 2015). In many cases, financial institutions require collateral as a form of security for loans. However, women entrepreneurs often lack the necessary assets to provide as collateral due to societal norms that restrict their property rights (UN Women, 2019).
Secondly, discriminatory lending practices were identified by 34% of respondents. This issue is not unique to Bomba or even Zimbabwe but is a global concern (World Bank Group, 2018). Women entrepreneurs often face biased treatment when applying for loans due to gender stereotypes and assumptions about their business acumen and ability to repay loans. Thirdly, limited financial literacy was reported by 26% of respondents. This finding highlights the importance of financial education programs tailored to women entrepreneurs (IFC & World Bank Group, 2017). A lack of understanding about financial products and services can prevent women from making informed decisions regarding their businesses and accessing available financing opportunities. Lastly, high-interest rates were mentioned by 18% of respondents as a significant challenge. High-interest rates make it difficult for women entrepreneurs to secure affordable financing and can limit their ability to grow their businesses (International Labour Organisation, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Toc169097961]6.3 Framework Development
The research sought to identify key aspects for the development of a microfinancing framework tailored to meet the specific needs of women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe. The study aimed to provide insights into the challenges faced by women entrepreneurs in accessing financial resources and to propose solutions that could enhance their entrepreneurial activities. The study therefore proposes the following for inclusion in the development of a microfinancing framework for women entrepreneurs:
· [bookmark: _Toc169097962]Financial Needs and Challenges
This aspect is included in the framework because the research revealed that a significant number of women entrepreneurs in Gokwe lack access to formal financial institutions. Many rely on informal sources of funding, such as savings groups or family loans, due to limited collateral and credit history.
· [bookmark: _Toc169097963]Business Growth and Sustainability
The study highlighted that most women entrepreneurs expressed a desire to expand their businesses but faced constraints related to inadequate capital, limited market access, and lack of business management skills.
· [bookmark: _Toc169097964]Gender-specific Barriers
The findings indicated that gender-specific barriers, such as societal expectations and cultural norms, play a significant role in limiting the growth opportunities for women entrepreneurs in the region.
· [bookmark: _Toc169097965]Interest in Microfinancing
[bookmark: _Toc169097966]Despite the challenges identified, the majority of respondents expressed interest in accessing microfinance services tailored to their needs. They emphasised the importance of flexible repayment terms, lower interest rates, and financial literacy training. 
8.4 Potential impact of proposed framework
The study’s findings reveal several significant insights that contribute to the existing literature on this topic. Firstly, the study confirmed that access to financial resources is a crucial factor in women’s economic empowerment (Elborgh-Woytek et al., 2017). The findings showed that women entrepreneurs who received microfinance loans reported increased income levels and improved business performance compared to those without access to such financing. This aligns with previous research indicating that microfinance programs can lead to significant improvements in women’s economic status (Banerjee & Duflo, 2011).
Secondly, the study revealed that having strong social networks within their communities significantly influenced women’s ability to secure microfinance loans. This finding underscores the importance of addressing social capital constraints when designing and implementing microfinance programs for women. Thirdly, the study demonstrated that microfinance can contribute to broader societal development goals beyond just economic empowerment (Riddle & Levine, 2010). For instance, it was observed that increased income levels led to improved household nutrition and education opportunities for children. These findings suggest that microfinance can have positive ripple effects on entire communities.
Fourthly, the research identified some challenges faced by women entrepreneurs in accessing microfinance services effectively (Morduch, 2009). These challenges include high interest rates, lack of collateral, limited financial literacy skills, and cultural barriers. Addressing these challenges requires a comprehensive approach involving policy interventions, capacity building initiatives, and community engagement efforts.
Lastly, it is essential to note that while the findings highlight the potential benefits of microfinancing for women’s empowerment and economic development in Gokwe, they do not guarantee universal success. Further research is needed to explore how context-specific factors may influence the effectiveness of microfinancing programs for different groups of women entrepreneurs across various geographical locations.
7. [bookmark: _Toc169097985]Conclusions
[bookmark: _Hlk167552820]Women entrepreneurship in Zimbabwe’s sweet potato farming industry is on an upward trajectory, with increasing participation, access to resources, market opportunities, policy support, but still facing challenges that need to be addressed for further growth and sustainability. In addition, women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe face a range of challenges when trying to access financial resources, including limited access to collateral, high interest rates, lack of financial literacy, gender bias, limited networking opportunities, and cultural barriers. Addressing these challenges is crucial for promoting gender equality in entrepreneurship and supporting the growth of women-owned businesses in the country. Furthermore, the microfinancing framework designed specifically for women entrepreneurs in Zimbabwe aims to break down barriers to financial inclusion, promote gender equality, and support the growth of women-led businesses in the country. Likewise, the proposed framework has the potential to advance women’s empowerment and foster economic development by addressing key barriers that hinder women’s full participation in society. By promoting gender equality, supporting entrepreneurship, improving healthcare services, combating gender-based violence, and enhancing financial inclusion for women, the framework can create a more equitable and prosperous future for all.
8. [bookmark: _Toc169097996]Further Research
Future researchers should consider conducting comprehensive field research to gain a deep understanding of the dynamics within the sweet potato farming industry in Zimbabwe. This includes engaging directly with women entrepreneurs, financial institutions, government agencies, and other stakeholders to gather first-hand insights into their experiences and challenges. There is also need for conducting comparative analyses with other regions or countries that have implemented successful microfinancing frameworks for women entrepreneurs in agriculture. 
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